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PRIME TIME SUSPECTS;                                
FICTIONAL TELEVISION PORTRAYALS OF POLICING IN THE UK. 
PETER MORAN 
BOLTON BUSINESS SCHOOL. 
 
INTRODUCTION. 
Utilising a framework of analysis which sensitively integrates organisational 
studies, management theory and cultural studies, this paper attempts to 
examine the portrayal of policing in the UK over the past forty years or so, 
through the medium of television. Although not as prolific as the producers of 
T.V. "Cop Shows" based in the United States, the British industry has produced 
some notable contributions and many of these form the basis of this paper.  
 
In brief, it is proposed here that the T.V. portrayal of British policing falls into 
three distinct categories. The first is that of the conventional phase, (exemplified 
by Dixon of Dock Green among others) which can be defined in terms of an 
adherence to the letter of the law within a clearly defined hierarchical 
bureaucracy. Managerial structures were designed to achieve the legitimate 
goals of upholding the law, protecting the innocent and apprehending those 
suspected of transgression. The low visibility of "managers" in this context was 
directly correlated to the implied acceptance by subordinates of a 
depersonalised management style. 
 
Managerial authority was founded in the rational-legal typology and individual 
constables executed holistic tasks, characterised by low levels of technological 
complexity. The environment in which the police operated incorporated a 
supportive and positive public perception of the service as a corporate entity and 
of individual constables. Police organisations were presented as small with a 
dominant white, male, clan culture among lower ranking officers. 
 
During the unconventional phase, (typified by The Sweeney) there is a marked 
change in emphasis. In this series, management is perceived to be the opposed 
other by the lower ranks. Management structures and official police procedures 
have atrophied into a mock bureaucracy to which lip service is paid. However, 
ridicule of individuals holding the office rather than the office itself is the norm. 
Thus depicted, the goals of upholding the law and protecting the innocent have 
been relegated in favour of prosecuting those who are perceived to be guilty. 
The belief in the criminal justice system and indeed in justice itself, so evidently 
evinced throughout the conventional phase is presented as being largely 
questionable, perhaps reflecting the public's loss of faith in the Police Force. 
 
Authority in these series is charismatic, usually a less senior officer, displaying 
heroic leadership characteristics beyond those expected of their rank. The 
culture of the police is still, for the most part male-dominated and behaviour is 
regulated by clan control. Operational management is visible, but its presence is 
a device for revealing the resistance of the clan of the lower ranks to a structure 
which, as portrayed, no longer matches its environment.  
 
The managerialist phase, (Between the Lines, The Chief) promotes a much 
higher profile for police managers. Programme producers dwell on the concerns 
of the managerial functions, (specifically, coordination, communication and 
control) whilst the portraiture of senior managers includes officers of the highest 
rank, Home Office apparatchiks and politicians. 
 
The accelerating dynamism of the environment reflects the need to reinforce 
accountability in the context of declining public confidence. To combat this 
ablation, the foundations of authority, whilst retaining roots in the rational legal 
category have commuted towards a more charismatic leadership approach by 
senior officers. This authority is wielded to advance performance in the pursuit of 
goals which re-affirm the importance of adherence to the law and avengement 
of the innocent. In a small but significant shift of emphasis, reflecting the need 
for glasnost and accountability, the Police Force has become the Police Service. 
 
Other variables have also shifted to reflect the specialisation of work extant 
within narrow parameters and technological complexity has increased 
exponentially. Although the size of organisations portrayed remains small and 
the culture, although retaining a characteristic male dominance, is softened by a 
more pronounced female presence, often the mechanism for the ridicule of 
macho rhetoric. The managerialist phase is dominated by the theme of a return 
to bureaucratic structures and a more rigid adherence to the law, internal police 
procedures and the observance of hierarchy. 
 
The Conventional Phase. 
The conventional phase originated in 1950 with the film "The Blue Lamp", 
featuring P.C. George Dixon. Although Dixon was shot shortly after the opening 
sequence, such was the impact of his portrayal of the archetypal British Bobbie 
that he was resurrected to become Dixon of Dock Green. This series 
commenced in the mid 1950s and ran for 434 episodes, the last being screened 
in 1976 (Clarke, 1982. p42). As emphasised by Clarke (ibid) whilst Dixon is an 
able and willing member of a pronounced hierarchical bureaucracy and as such 
is rewarded by promotion to desk sergeant; "It is Dixon as the centre of the 
narrative who subverts the threat of bureaucracy* by becoming the intermediary 
between all the interests, linking them through his personal knowledge and 
experience" (Clarke, 1982 p45). 
 
Clarke appears to regard bureaucracy as implicitly undesirable which Dixon 
overcomes by remaining the central focus, a position from which he can display 
the personal characteristics of loyalty and honesty which prevents bureaucracy 
from impeding the process of catching the villains. In this context, the temptation 
of police officers to regard bureaucracy as a hindrance in the execution of their 
duties rather than the parameters within which they operate does not arise.  
 
*My emphasis.                                                                                                                       
 
 
Indeed, Dixon's skill as "intermediary" was so advanced that police bureaucracy 
exhibited few dysfunctional attributes and worked to facilitate the attainment of 
goals concerning the upholding of the law, the protection of the innocent and the 
apprehending of miscreants. Such was the effectiveness of these bureaucratic 
arrangements that senior police officers made only brief appearances. 
 
The duties undertaken by Dixon and his colleagues were characterised by 
variety. From arresting suspects to searching for misplaced ration books, in 
almost all cases they were undertaken as holistic tasks and seen through from 
beginning to end without the need to involve specialist disciplines such as 
forensic science. Furthermore, the technology deployed by Dixon was minimal. 
Two-way radios and advanced surveillance equipment were not available to the 
bobbies working the beats of Dock Green. 
 
Personal interaction and communication skills were the major weapons 
deployed against criminal elements. These were powerful instruments at the 
time, in the context of a high level of public support for police officers. As has 
been noted elsewhere; "Much contemporary evidence apart from the Dixon 
myth underlines the status as totems of national pride which the police enjoyed 
in the 1950s. The most solid evidence is provided by the major survey 
conducted for the 1962 Royal Commission on the Police Report. This found 'an 
overwhelming vote of confidence in the police ... No less than 83% of those 
interviewed professed great respect for the police'" (Reiner, 1992, p763). 
 
The zeitgeist of the late 1950s and early 1960s witnessed the favour and mutual 
respect in which the police and public held each other. Fast track recruitment 
schemes for graduates and debacles over the career prospects of female 
officers were absent from the day to day running of Dock Green. Indeed, women 
appeared mainly in the series as domestic appendages featured in Dixon's 
home life, especially as Dixon's daughter married Andy Crawford, Dock Green's 
ambitious young policeman. Equally, relations with and efforts to recruit police 
officers from ethnic minorities were also left to one side. 
 
The dawn of the Unit Beat System (UBS) in the mid 1960s and the introduction 
of the panda car left the portrayal of the pedestrian bobby as archetypal open to 
question. Jack Warner's increasing infirmity and an over reliance on static 
camera shots began to appear increasingly anachronistic. 
 
The introduction of UBS prompted Sparks to suggest that it was, "... the single 
most important shift in post-war British policing, its reverberations also rang 
echoes in the presentation of policing on television. The withdrawal of the police 
officer into the panda car necessarily lessened the extent of public interaction 
with the police and presented a less re-assuring image of the police officer's role 
and powers. The common law tradition of the constable as little more than an 
ordinary citizen could no longer be sustained" (Sparks, 1992 p.25). This 
development was mirrored in the Z Cars series which was broadcast between 
1962 and 1978. Initially at least, "Fancy" Smith and Bert Lynch presented a 
younger, harsher portrayal of the realities of urban uniformed policing.  
 
 
However, this series did not confine itself to the activities of uniformed officers. Z 
Cars was significant in that it marked the"... beginnings of a bifurcation within the 
Police Force – the uniform branch and the plain clothes CID detectives" (Clark, 
1982 p.49). The arrival of John Watt and more saliently, Charlie Barlow marked 
the thin end of the wedge which was to be driven between both arms of the 
force in subsequent T.V. series. 
 
This aside, Z Cars' scripts were almost as assiduous in the upkeep of police 
bureaucracy as Dixon. Although individual officers were perhaps a little less civil 
than the almost angelic Warner, they did not circumvent the bureaucracy 
imposed by the requirements of the force and the wider criminal justice system. 
Barlow, the eagle eyed martinet would not have permitted such aberrations and 
his presence may have intimidated other officers sufficiently to ensure their 
compliance. This ability was maintained through a number of subsequent series; 
Softly Softly, Task Force and Barlow At Large.  
 
In the 1990s, the successor to these conventional cop shows is The Bill, in 
which U.B.S. has been absorbed into the context, but the technology of the 
policing process remains relatively unsophisticated; panda cars and a radio 
control room. The tasks are holistic and historically resonant of Dixon, 
apprehending burglars and "fences", dealing with "domestics", muggings and 
occasionally more serious crimes. This series appears to share the 
characteristic of longevity with Dixon of Dock Green, having celebrated its tenth 
anniversary and still attracts audiences well in excess of ten million. (BARB 
1994). However, unlike Dixon, who would close with a homily on how long a 
sentence the recently apprehended ne'er do well was serving, The Bill often 
closes on a more ambiguous note, questioning whether the Crown Prosecution 
Service would institute proceedings against a villain recently captured. The loss 
of certainty in the axiom that crime does not pay, public angst in the failure of the 
wider criminal justice system, these are the less comforting reflections of an 
environment that has changed beyond Dixon's recognition. 
 
Despite these pressures, The Bill operates within a strict hierarchy in which the 
wit of the players softens but does not disguise adherence to the letter of the 
law. Senior officers are obeyed and command personal authority, they do not 
have to hide behind titles. As has been noted by Walklate (1992, p.222), the 
police culture is no longer all male, (but nearly) and it  "... does intermittently 
feature story lines around policewomen ... ... the fact that such images in the 
media appear to be exceptional reflects to a certain extent the reality of the 
police as an organisation". 
 
More recently, The Bill has progressed beyond these narrow parameters, 
perhaps in terms of airtime if not in rank. The departure of D.I. Frank Burnside 
(Christopher Ellis) rapidly followed by Harry Haines, (Gary Whelan) witnessed 
the salient introduction of Sally Johnson, (Jaye Griffiths) a black female 
detective, to fill the vacuum left by these "... aggressive, argumentative, door-
slamming males" (Culf,1993). 
 
In this regard, The Bill has followed Juliet Bravo in promoting fictionally the 
cause of senior female officers. Juliet Bravo also belongs to the conventional 
phase, following to the letter the laws of the land in a hierarchical bureaucratic 
fashion. Anna Carteret as Inspector Kate Longdon, based in rural Hartley, 
struggled initially for the respect and acceptance of her male subordinates. 
 
Perhaps the best portrayal of this scenario, rewarded with an Oscar eventually, 
belongs to Helen Mirren for her portrayal of the hard nosed, career woman 
officer, striving to prove herself to male colleagues (both super and 
subordinates) in Prime Suspect. Mirren as DCI Jane Tennison is worthy of 
acclaim, poignant, delicate, yet ultimately single minded. 
 
The Unconventional Phase. 
The unconventional phase marks a radical departure from the earlier 
conventional portrayal of policing. The series which signifies this most is the 
Sweeney, centred on the operations of the Flying Squad and the characters of 
D.I. Jack Regan,(John Thaw) his 'apprentice' Sergeant Carter and their superior 
officer, D.C.I. Haskins. The Sweeney ran from 1974-78 and "... was to become 
the series that seriously threatened the dominance of George Dixon as the 
stereotype of the British policeman" (Clarke, 1983 p.47). From the well 
intentioned, well liked, uniformed Dixon the shift to the plain clothed detectives, 
Regan and Carter is emphasised by Reiner, (1992a, p.193) who suggests that 
The Sweeney belongs to a vigilante cop model. The separation between 
uniformed and non-uniformed officers became more apparent in series such as 
The Sweeney, Target, (which starred Patrick Mower as D.S. Hackett) and The 
Professionals, featuring Brody and Doyle under the direction of Cowley.  
 
Task specialisation depicted in these series was greater, focussed on the 
activities of the Flying Squad, an elite band in itself, or in the case of The 
Professionals, countering anarchy and terrorism. By their very nature, these 
officers would not be deployed in the mundane operations undertaken by 
George Dixon. The investigations of these officers were characterised by 
greater use of technology; fingerprinting and forensics, advanced 
communications and surveillance techniques and so on. These devices aided 
the capture of offenders and this goal takes precedence during the 
unconventional phase from within the trilogy of goals upheld with such 
equanimity by Dixon.    
 
The bureaucracy so well interpreted and maintained by Dixon et al is presented 
as atrophied, restrictive and an impeding force obstructing the attainment of the 
super ordinate goal i.e. the arrest and prosecution of offenders. These two 
factors in particular differentiate sharply between the conventional and 
unconventional portrayal of U.K. policing, for as has been noted elsewhere, "... 
Regan's ruthless pursuit of the villain demonstrated little concern for the 
regulations and official procedures supposedly governing his actions, which had 
been so dear to Dixon" (Clarke, 1983, p.48). As such, Regan and Carter were 
portrayed merely as "bending the rules" whereas Dixon would have been seen 
to breach the law. Hurd, (1979, p.123) makes the point more forcefully, 
"Painstaking enquiries serves to instate Regan in his familiar role, the agent of 
an immediate self sufficient justice". 
 
 
In Ouchi's (1979, 1980) typology, there is clearly clan control operating within 
the lower ranks in these series. Regan and Carter shared values and beliefs 
relevant to the overarching need to "nick villains", displayed almost implicit trust 
in each other and a complete commitment to the task at hand. Daft (1992, 
p.303) postulates that, "Clan control is important when ambiguity and 
uncertainty are high. High uncertainty means ... things change so fast that rules 
and regulations are not able to specify every correct behaviour". "Correct" 
behaviour is not defined by Daft, but in the context of this paper there is a dual 
interpretation of what is "correct". 
 
The first, following prescribed internal policies and guidelines and adhering to 
the bureaucracy of Dixon, Barlow, et al, or the second, underpinned by the view 
that the end justifies the means (pursuing and prosecuting suspects) even if that 
involves "bending the rules". This second interpretation, although thematic 
throughout The Sweeney was more clearly upheld in The Professionals, where 
none other than Cowley, the Commander and Controller of C.I.5. suggests that, 
" You get the slightest whiff of anything and you move in - shake 'em down, 
crush 'em before they even start to grow... Oh there'll be squeals occasionally 
and letters to M.P.s, but that's the price they have to pay - to keep this island 
clean and smelling, even if ever so faintly, of roses and lavender" (London 
Weekend Television, cited in Clarke, 1983, p.48). 
 
The Managerialist Phase. 
The Sweeney, Target and The Professionals were all broadcast prior to the 
introduction in 1984 of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (PACE). The main 
thrust of this legislation was to prevent the over zealous pursuit and interrogation 
of suspects by placing time restrictions on how long they could be detained, 
requiring contemporaneous (tape recorded) notes to be made of interviews and 
permitting those detained access to a solicitor from the outset. PACE also 
served to protect officers from allegations of foul play provided they adhered to 
its requirements. 
 
PACE provided the context and the raison d'etre for the new managerialist 
phase reflected in series such as The Chief and Between The Lines. In the 
latter, Tony Clarke, (Neil Pearson) routinely investigates the activities of police 
officers to ensure compliance with the bureaucratic legalities of law 
enforcement, reinforcing goals of accountability and service.  
 
The activities of the Special Investigation Branch, (SIB) are specialised 
encompassing investigations into a broad spectrum of ranks. A close interest is 
taken in outcomes by senior officers, (the new managers) and on occasion by 
political figures. Although this hints at a larger overall organisation, Between The 
Lines featured only a small group of three central characters of which Clarke is 
the central biography, heading the team with a personalised leadership style in a 
context which permits both clan and bureaucratic control to operate. Authority is 
based in the bureaucratic typology, although it could be suggested that at times, 
Clarke is portrayed as a charismatic leader of the team. It is the blurring of these 
boundaries that also serves to differentiate the managerialist phase from its 
predecessors. The temporal dimension, the changing environment are 
encapsulated in these programmes, public support for the secret activities of 
C.I.5 had been replaced by the demand for greater accountability and 
openness. There is also a social dissonance here, in that the ethereal qualities 
which made Dixon and Barlow respectable if not well loved, also made it 
unthinkable that they would ever do anything which would render them liable to 
investigation by SIB.  
 
There is both historical antecedents and irony in the elevation of Martin Shaw to 
Chief Constable in The Chief. Shaw, who played Brody in The Professionals, is 
now a senior manager attempting to anticipate a complex, dynamic 
environment, which generates uncertainty. Technology in Perrow's (1967) terms 
has become non routine for both SIB and The Chief, for it is that which is out of 
the ordinary (in policing terms), which generates the subject matter for the 
programmes. 
 
In addition, Between The Lines also featured not only a senior female officer, 
Detective Inspector Maureen Connell, (Siobhan Redmond), but one with a 
homosexual orientation. Mo broke the stereotypical macho police culture on the 
evening that she turned up at the police ball with her partner, Kate. 
 
Conclusions. 
There are a great many police series which have not been included here, 
Taggart, Morse, Frost, The Chinese Detective, Wycliffe and so on. These series 
are an important contribution to popular culture and an important mirror, 
reflecting the changing nature of policing in response to a changing environment 
within which policing takes place. 
 
It is useful to apply principles of organisation theory over dramatic themes in 
these series in order to chart the directions in which the changes in fictional 
police portraiture reflect the real changes in goals, technology, cultures, etc. 
Dixon was superseded by Regan, Regan was superseded by Clarke. It is 
possible that these series develop in cycles and in closing it is worth noting that 
a new series for ITV, "Rules of Engagement" billed by Patrick Stoddard the critic 
and co-author as the "New Sweeny" will be in his words, "less boozy, less 
smokey and slightly nicer to women" (Today, 1994). 
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